
Content-language Relationships:

Content-obligatory Language and Text Structures
Key concepts
Concept 1: Content-obligatory language is language essential (i.e. obligatory) to the content. We can think of content-obligatory language as consisting of language at two levels. First, the word level: content-obligatory vocabulary, which is mainly subject-specific vocabulary. Second, the sentence / text level.

Concept 2: Content-obligatory language at the sentence / text level can be identified in the form of text structures. Text structures are language organized in certain forms (structures). 
Concept 3: Subject concepts represented in texts / text structures have to be deconstructed / unpacked for students to help them understand the knowledge. 
To understand why the language is important in a specific subject area, we can first think of the concept of content-obligatory language. Content-obligatory language means language essential (i.e. obligatory) to the content i.e. without using these particular language forms, the content cannot be represented. For example, we cannot represent the process of photosynthesis without using the words essential to representing the subject concepts involved (i.e. content-obligatory vocabulary e.g. photosynthesis, oxygen, carbon dioxide, water, chlorophyll, sunlight). 
The language of process is also needed to represent the relationships involved in a process (mainly sequence and cause-effect). This language has to be organized in a particular text form / text structure to represent how the content is organized. The text structure of the knowledge structure of process is called a process explanation, reflecting the sequence and the cause-effect relationships. Each knowledge structure has its own corresponding text structure(s). 
The following table is a summary of the text structure and typical language use of 10 written genres (text types) which tertiary students are often required to adopt in assignments. The material is presented with a caveat that writing is a social practice which is context-specific; it is therefore difficult to give one-size-fits-all guidelines to understand and tackle different genres of writing particularly in different disciplines. Simply put, the content presented in the table is by no means exhaustive but heuristic in nature. It is hoped that college/university instructors could use the material as they see fit and adapt it to better reflect the local practice. If you have any questions, please contact Dr. CHOI, Tae Hee at choith@ied.edu.hk.
Summary of genres

	Genre / text type
	Text structure
	Typical language use

	Recommendation 
Purpose: To describe an issue(s) and provide a solution(s)

	Identification of topic^
Problem/phenomenon^
Recommendations^
Summary 
	· Field-related nouns/noun phrases, often complex ( (e.g., stem cell, diaphragm) to show knowledge 
· Verbs to establish facts (e.g., be, concern, involve) and recommend actions (e.g., advise, suggest, encourage)

· Declarative ( to make recommendations
· Present tense ( to signal current references
· Modality ( (e.g., may, perhaps, could) to suggest possibilities, not facts
· Positive evaluation ( (e.g., beneficial, relief, support) to make recommendations positive
· Connectives: adversative (e.g., conversely, however) and causal (e.g., accordingly, as a consequence, thus) to show a contrastive and causal relationship between problem and recommendations

	Narrative 
Purpose: To tell a story

	Setting^
Problem^
Complication/Events^
Resolution/Ending
	· Proper nouns ( (e.g., Hamlet, Harry Potter) to name characters; usually simple nouns to name participants
· Verbs: mental and behavioural verbs (e.g., think, feel, grow, jump), material verbs (e.g., hit, comb, push, break)

· Often long adjuncts (e.g., on the other side of the pond) ( to provide a more detailed description of people, places etc.
· Dialogues ( to give life to characters
· Past tense ( to establish events as happened in the past
· Evaluation ( (e.g., witch/fairy) to convey a message
· Connectives ( (e.g., after, before, as soon as,) to link events to show a sequential event relationship 

	Recount 
Purpose: To recount an event/a set of events
	Orientation^
Events in time order^
Reorientation^
Evaluation 
	· Proper nouns / nouns / cardinal & ordinal numbers ( to name the participants / protagonists (in biography)

· Material verbs ( (e.g., hit, comb, push, break) actions / events recalled
· (Long) adjuncts ( (e.g., in a polite manner, in a non-violent way) to provide details of time, place, manner, role etc.
· Declarative ( to describe objective facts
· Past tense ( to describe past events 
· Evaluation ( (e.g., heroic/impetuous) positive or negative depending on the protagonist
· Connectives of time ( (e.g., meanwhile, on the following day) to show a sequential time relationship 

	Book/film review
Purpose: To critique a piece of work

	*About the author  / director^
*Themes in the author’s books / director’s films^
Synopsis of book / film reviewed^ 

Main themes in book / film reviewed^
Recommendation        
	· Proper nouns; abstract nouns about themes of the book
· Verbs (e.g., be, concern, involve, explain) for describing the book
· Long adjuncts (e.g., in the field of politics) for details and better description
· Mostly declarative but includes interrogative to involve the reader
· Past and present tenses to talk about the book and views of the book
· Evaluation: (e.g., banal, significant, insightful) positive or negative to recommend the book

	Persuasion/
Discussion
Editorial
Purpose: To persuade / argue /discuss for some points of view


	Statement of issue / opinion^
Arguments / Opinions^
Reiteration / Restatement / Recommendation
	· Nouns related to topic of arguments / opinions; can include nominalizations (changing a verb, an adjective, or an adverb to a noun; e.g., apply > applicability) and technical terms
· Mostly verbs (e.g., relate, subsume) to describe relationships 
· Declarative + interrogative to make the reader think
· Present tense for arguments; past tense to draw on past events as evidence

· Modality (e.g., must, can) to talk about necessity and possibility as part of arguments / opinions
· Evaluation (e.g., insightful, sharp) to provide views 
· Connectives to indicate the flow of arguments; additive (e.g., besides, further, furthermore) vs adversative (e.g., in spite of this, actually, in fact); causal (e.g., consequently, thus, since) to indicate cause-effect relationship  

	Information report
Purpose: To classify or define an entity with its specific features


	General classification^ 
Specific descriptions 
	· Nouns in plural (e.g., dolphins, pandas) related to the class concerned ( to name the class and its properties
· Verbs ( (e.g., be, remain, lift, pour) to describe status and actions
· (Long) adjuncts (e.g., inside the cave at night) ( to give details of manner, time, place
· Declarative ( to state objective facts
· Present tense ( to describe timeless facts
· Third person pronouns ( to state objectivity

· Evaluation ( (e.g., multi-toed, territorial, solitary) tend to maintain neutrality

	Procedure 
Purpose: To instruct how to do something 


	Goal^
Materials^
Steps  
	· Nouns and quantifiers (e.g., a little, plenty of) to refer to objects / things and the amount needed
· Verbs (e.g., put, crush, heat) to refer to actions
· Adjuncts (e.g., after three minutes, at the bottom) to indicate details of place and time
· Imperative (e.g., put it into the box) to indicate instruction
· Timeless present with no time indication
· Numbering of steps, imperatives and connectives (e.g., begin with, last of all, after, before) to show the sequence of steps

	Process explanation
Purpose: To explain the cause-effect relationships in a process

 
	Identification of the phenomenon to explain^
Explanation sequence^
Summary of explanation* 
	· Nouns (maybe complex) and quantifiers (e.g., a lack of, a lot of) to refer to phenomenon
· Adjuncts (e.g., during the final phase) to refer to details of manner, time and place
· Declarative to state facts
· Timeless present to indicate the phenomenon as general truth
· Connectives (e.g., since, therefore, for this reason,) to indicate the sequence and cause-effect relationships 

	Comparison-contrast
Purpose: To compare two or more entities


	Statement of comparison^
Points of comparison^
Summary of comparison*
	N/A 

	Description
Purpose: To provide description of an object/person/phenomenon
 
	Identification of objects to describe^
Description of various aspects^
Evaluation*
	N/A


*Table adapted by Mr. Cheung Kwan Lok from Dr. Stella Kong’s materials for the course Exploring Written Genres offered at the Hong Kong Institute of Education 
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